TRADITIONS OF  BANI HILLAL

Markha in the land now occupied by the Daham; there the
mighty well Bir Jaufa with its thirty rigs remains to this
day, men tell, as their glorious memorial. Every member
of my party knew some verses - Salih knew them all - of
the poem, a typical heroic, of Bani Hillal in their spacious
days and their decline. It recounts how one hundred
thousand, nay, two hundred thousand, had been the
number of their horses; it told of Bu Zaid's two thousand
forbears, of the great drought that befell the land, so that
there was no rain for thirty years and camels ate of the hair
of each other and perished miserably while their masters
were vainly digging in the earth for roots with which to
feed them; nor was there even a breath of wind so that the
finely powdered wans1 they had placed on the Peak of
Markha, was found undisturbed a year later; and the sons
of the shaikh of Bani Hillal approached their father and
said, 'The people die of hunger and we must take from the
merchants to feed them/ but he would not, though he
himself went hungry and the fort walls groaned with grief.

Most of the stories, however, have to do with a later
generation, when Bani Hillal had become a poor nomadic
tribe and were waging war with the settled people of Risha,
whose king was Zenaiti.

Bu Zaid, their champion at this period, owed a charmed
life to his mother's descent from the jinniya^ which made
him impervious to iron, whether it were arrow, sword or the
spear, till the day he bore witness 'La Illah* ill* Allah!
whereupon thejinns who had hitherto protected him from
front and rear withdrew their protection from the front, so
that he became like other men in that he could be killed

1 A vegetable product of South-west Arabia used in Oman as a, skin-dye;
it is brought as a fine powder, canary-yellow in colour*
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